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ETHICAL INCONVENIENCES
2nd Place

Joan Kowal
Every day, each individual in America is faced with many profound ethical
inconveniences. I came about this realization on a typical day as I went about my
business, as any normal American does.
As I poured my morning orange juice, I read the notice on the container:
"Contains a blend of Florida and Brazilian concentrate." A tinge of guilt set in. I know
that large multi-national conglomerates have legally and illegally pushed thousands
of Brazilian families off their farm lands to grow oranges (and other products) to sell
overseas. The poverty and starvation of the dislocated families is so great that most
mothers living in the cardboard houses on the edges of cities work for only a dollar a
day on plantations.
No money is left over for child care, so babies are left home alone. Infant mortality
is a fact of life integrated into these mothers' psyches. Practicing what ScheperHughes calls "lifeboat ethics", mothers weed out and ignore weaker infants, leaving
them to die so resources can be used to enhance the life chances of healthier
siblings.
Do Americans think of the ramifications of our daily consumption of orange juice,
or hundreds of other imported products? Certainly, we have not stopped drinking
orange juice. Could we satisfy our thirst with something else? Apple juice, perhaps?
Or is the gratification of our material wants an encultured American value that
supersedes the material needs of other human beings?
My child drinks a lot of orange juice and orange juice is good for her. Could I
change her morning drink and ignore her requests for orange juice? Are the habits
we have been accustomed to rational and humane?
I ponder these questions as I sweeten my coffee, realizing that I can not run away
from the dilemma. The sugar in my coffee and breakfast cereal is also the product of
weary workers on sugar plantations in Brazil and other countries in the Southern
Hemisphere. Instead of growing foods to feed their own families, they endure
extremely uncomfortable working conditions and very long hours to satisfy the sweet
tooth of Americans, like me.
What do these workers get in return? They may make a dollar a day. They'll live
in a shack, their infants will die or suffer from retardation due to starvation. Corporate
land owners will become powerful enough to control governments and push small
farmers off their lands, forcing them into the positions of laborers exploited by
American multinational corporations or street beggars in the cities.
Can I sacrifice my desire for sugar? Can I help it if the Brazilian upper-class
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considers these workers non-humans, equivalent to animals? Can I help it if Brazilian
orphans in the cardboard shanty towns are gunned down when they migrate to the
cities looking for food, murdered because the wealthy consider these children an
inconvenience, like dogs?
But I am an American. I am not accustomed to inconvenience. It is not my fault
that I have become accustomed to a rich and varied diet. After all, I do not actively
support tyrannical governments and greedy multi-national corporations, do I? I brush
these questions from my mind and embark on my shopping trip.
I'm not rich, so I go to K-Mart to buy the McDonald's Snack Maker toy that I
promised my daughter for her birthday. It is only $15.99. I see the word Matte/ on the
colorful package, decorated with pictures of happy, middle-class American children. I
remember that Mattei requires the sterilization of female employees in Philippine
factories to keep manufacturing costs down. Unpleasant thoughts race through my
mind. I think of the over-population in those foreign countries and rationalize that
they don't have the resources available to feed their children, so those people don't
need to have families. Do they?
I put a bag of sugar into my cart. It's only 39¢ a pound. Some say that is an
outrageous price. I know high prices of sugar can raise the price of cookies, cakes,
candy bars, and a lot of other American staples. Tonight, I'm making chocolate chip
cookies.
Later that night, I am awakened by a ridiculous nightmare. I must have eaten too
much sugar. An olive-skinned woman is screaming, "Why don't you people live within
your means?" I have no idea why this peasant is screaming at me. I have never
done anything to hurt her. At her feet is the boniest looking baby I have ever seen.
The child is trying to take my daughter's cookies away. "Stop it!" I say, protecting my
daughter's rights. "Control your child," I yell at the woman. My child screams as if
someone were taking her last meal. "You don't need these, you spoiled, fat,
unthinking, American brat!" the woman spits at her.
I stumble to the kitchen after I wake up. Damned if some uneducated, peasant
woman is going to tell me what to eat, I think to myself. I'm not stupid. I gobble down
a few more cookies to make myself feel better. What does she expect me to eat?
American food? Corn, potatoes, carrots, apples? I am not accustomed to eating that
way and it would be so inconvenient. Besides, I'm not stealing food from someone
else's mouth, am I?
Perhaps, if I looked more critically at the American culture that I am a part of, I'll
recognize a reality that is too uncomfortable to bear. It seems that our wants in this
culture are more important than the needs of people in some third world country. We
are not socialized to think about the ramifications of our consumption patterns. After
all, we are civilized. "Backward" peasants that toil in distant lands are not of our
concern. What are we to do if multinationals pollute distant lands and take advantage
of foreign peoples? We are busy. These people aren't Americans, so they're not our
concern. People in other nations are reduced to non-humans. We don't have to think
about their pain and suffering. It is not convenient.
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